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The emerging digital transformation in the twenty-first century is rapidly and signifi-
cantly changing the business landscape. The fast-changing activities, expectations and
new modes of collaboration suggest it is time to review the current theoretical insights
from strategic alliance (SA) research, which are based on assumptions from a different
era. We therefore aim to stimulate multidisciplinary debate and theoretical reflections
to better understand emerging paradoxes and challenges that contemporary firms face
in the formation, evolution and dissolution of strategic alliances. Specifically, we offer
alternative visions of SA research and suggest fresh applications or supplements of ex-
isting theoretical perspectives and research methods that can better address the research
questions emerging from an era of digital transformation.
Introduction
Over the past three decades, strategic alliances
(SAs) have attracted substantial attention from
industry and academia (e.g. Child et al., 2019; Das,
2006; Devlin and Bleackley, 1988; James, 1985).
While offering incremental improvements to our
understanding of the phenomenon, most previous
work has tended to follow a gap-filling approach
based on traditional theoretical assumptions. In
this paper we question whether the theoretical
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underpinnings and accepted methodologies of
such studies, largely based on assumptions from a
different era, are still sufficient to permit adequate
understanding and management of SAs in the
twenty-first century. We therefore propose that
fundamental and rapid changes in the wider envi-
ronment mean it is timely to review the theoretical
and practical insights of earlier SA studies. This
paper will explore the opportunities, issues and
paradoxes of managing SAs in the era of digital
transformation, and aim to trigger future debates
about, and investigations of, new applications,
supplements and combinations of existing theo-
ries, as well as alternative theoretical perspectives
and interpretations.
Currently, the strategic environment of busi-
nesses is changing faster than ever, due to rapid
technological evolution, saturation of existing
marketplaces and the emergence of new markets
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and business models, the growing salience of in-
novation, globalization of businesses on the one
hand and de-globalization of the market on the
other (Foroohar, 2018). The balance of the global
economic and political structure is also changing,
challenging the strategic vision of many businesses
with regard to their cooperative strategies.
Among all these changes, the emerging digital
transformation is creating massive contextual de-
velopment. Digital transformation refers to ‘the
profound and accelerating transformation of busi-
ness activities, processes, competencies, and mod-
els to fully leverage the changes and opportunities
brought by digital technologies and their impact
across society in a strategic and prioritized way’
(Demirkan, Spohrer andWelser, 2016, p. 14). Dur-
ing this transformation, the dominant purpose of
SAs is shifting from skill/resource substitution and
new market entry towards an emphasis on facil-
itating innovation and capitalizing on disruptive
new technologies as a means to provide new types
of products and services, including digitally inte-
grated ones (Bustinza et al., 2019). As a conse-
quence, contemporary companies need to review
their traditional business models for interfirm col-
laboration and relationship coordination to meet
rapidly changing expectations, requirements and
characteristics of existing or potential strategic
partners (Bouncken and Fredrich, 2016).
A SA denotes a voluntary relationship between
two or more independent organizations, normally
firms, which is intended to achieve both their in-
dividual and mutual strategic objectives. The con-
cept of a SA is a multi-dimensional one that de-
pends on (i) the degree of integration between
partners and (ii) the underpinnings of the relation-
ship between partners (e.g. ownership, contract
and trust). SA represents a broad array of strate-
gic partnerships across interfirm (and increasingly
intersector) boundaries, with many different al-
liance types or arrangements. Complex interfirm
relationships have the potential to generate signif-
icant benefits for firms, but they can also induce
various relational risks (e.g. Gallear, Ghobadian
and He, 2015; Nooteboom, Berger and Noorid-
erhaven, 1997), such as opportunistic behaviour
(Das andRahman, 2010), cultural clashes (Gomes,
Cohen and Mellahi, 2013) and lack of commit-
ment (Cullen, Johnson and Sakano, 2000). As a
result, changes in the environment bring new chal-
lenges to firms that are currently in, or seeking
to form, SAs. For instance, the emergence of new
business models in which value creation and ap-
propriation are continuously redefined due to con-
stant technological disruptions, requires a more
co-evolutionary approach and agile management
of SAs. Although previous studies have devoted
extensive attention to understanding the impor-
tance of SAs in product innovation (Colombo
and Rabbiosi, 2014; Paiola et al., 2013), very lit-
tle is known about the role of alliances in dig-
itally integrated product–service innovation (e.g.
truck tyre manufacturers partnering with technol-
ogy firms to integrate fleet management chips into
tyres). It is in the context of such environmental
changes that new light needs to be shed on alterna-
tive alliance formations, structures and governance
mechanisms, capable of dealing with such new is-
sues and paradoxes for participants.
Overall, it is important to realize that the un-
derlying assumptions behind SAs are changing
rapidly. Although research is beginning to ad-
dress this changing landscape and explore the im-
plications of the new developments (e.g. Arranz,
Arroyabe and Arroyabe, 2017; Balboni, Marchi
and Vignola, 2017; Kohtamäki, Rabetino and
Moller, 2018; Mindruta, Moeen and Agarwal,
2016), there is still a lot to be done. This is be-
cause previous work tends to follow either the es-
tablished literature review or traditional gap-filling
approaches, and makes little attempt to challenge
existing theoretical underpinnings (Alvesson and
Sandberg, 2011). Consequently, existing theoret-
ical perspectives continue to be applied and ex-
tended, regardless of the bigger changes threaten-
ing the contextual assumptions of those theories.
In other words, the new environment of SAs brings
into question the boundary conditions of existing
theories (Busse, Kach and Wagner, 2017). We ar-
gue that a forum for debate, extending and chal-
lenging existing perspectives, is urgently needed as
there is a lack of synthesized work that takes into
account the changing nature of SAs in a rapidly
evolving environment. In developing this paper, we
offer a critical perspective by reviewing the main
applications of existing theories in some significant
ways and offering a major opportunity for the de-
velopment of interesting and influential theories in
the future.
We take a problem-focused approach in arguing
that there is a need to examine the challenges
of researching and managing SAs when the
external environment is highly dynamic and com-
plex. We take our cue from the emerging digital
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transformation that is reshaping business ac-
tivities, models and expectations. We address
the question of ‘what is new?’, first by review-
ing the existing theoretical underpinnings of
SAs and the main timelines of SA theoretical
development and research methodology; sec-
ond by summarizing the new changes brought
about by digital transformation; and third by
providing an overview of how digital transfor-
mation impacts upon SA research and iden-
tifying future routes for theory application,
supplementation, combination or development.
We develop a summary framework that seeks
to build bridges between existing theories and
broaden the scope of future thinking around SAs.
Review of theories and methodology
of strategic alliance research
Past SA research has been built upon a wide
array of theories and perspectives. Child et al.
(2019), for example, suggests these theories can
be grouped into three categories: (i) economic
perspectives, such as transaction cost economics
(TCE) (Williamson, 1981), the resource-based
view of the firm (RBV) (Barney, 1991), the
knowledge-based view of the firm (KBV) (Grant,
1996), the dynamic capabilities view (DCV) (Teece,
Pisano and Shuen, 1997) and agency theory
(Eisenhardt, 1989); (ii) managerial and organiza-
tional perspectives, such as game theory (Parkhe,
1993), resource dependence theory (RDT) (Hill-
man, Withers and Collins, 2009; Pfeffer and
Salancik, 1978) and stakeholder theory (Free-
man, 1984); and (iii) behavioural perspectives, such
as social capital theory (SCT) (e.g. Koka and
Prescott, 2002). Some of these theories are more
frequently cited in the area of SAs, such as TCE,
RBV,KBV, SCT andRDT, while others are under-
used, such as game theory, DCV, agency theory
and stakeholder theory. Table 1 shows the im-
portant theories adopted in SA research, their key
assumptions, applications, mechanisms and out-
comes for SA research.1
Generally, these theories have provided impor-
tant lenses through which SA researchers have
investigated the SA phenomenon. For example,
1A more complete review of theoretical perspectives of
SA studies can be found in Appendix A of the online Sup-
porting Information.
TCE has enabled researchers to explain differ-
ent governance structures of SA, including in
contract-based relationships or equity joint ven-
tures (e.g. Houston and Johnson, 2000; Parkhe,
1993). Game theory enables the study of fac-
tors that can influence levels of opportunistic be-
haviour between two or more partners (e.g. Bó,
2005; Ferrin, Bligh and Kohles, 2007; Parkhe,
1993; Song and Panayides, 2002). Informed by
RBV (Barney, 2001; Peteraf, 1993), SA researchers
highlight the potentialmutual benefits gained from
collaborative interfirm relationships, which allows
the sharing of complementary resources from al-
liance partners, while maintaining independent
status. Similarly, KBV (Grant, 1996) has inspired
research verifying the value of alliance formation
and governance for sharing intangible knowledge
resources. RDT (Hillman, Withers and Collins,
2009; Pfeffer and Salancik, 1978) offers important
explanations regarding the alternative governance
structures of SAs. SCT (e.g. Koka and Prescott,
2002) suggests interfirm relationships represent so-
cial capital, and thus dimensions of social capital
depend on the alliance structure as well as over-
all alliance experience and history. Although lim-
ited in number, SA studies drawing upon the DCV
offer an enhanced understanding of an individual
firm’s evolving capability in managing the lifecy-
cles of SAs in fast-changing environments, as well
as the capability of SAs to learn more quickly and
better than individual firms on the basis of partner
synergies along with changing circumstances (e.g.
Schilke, 2014).
However, existing research into SAs is largely
based on assumptions which were typically devel-
oped in previous decades. Tables 2a and 2b illus-
trate the timeline of major landmarks of theory
development and adoption by SA research. The es-
tablishment of those theories, which are regarded
as the mainstream of SA research, more or less
reflected the currency of the economic, political,
social and technological environments at the time.
Most SA studies, whether conceptual or empirical,
have applied these theories to the context or prac-
tical challenges prevailing at the time they were
conducted.
These theories will continue to shed light on
how we understand the phenomenon of SA. How-
ever, there are four major factors which potentially
threaten the relevance of existing SA research and
also point to the opportunity for further theoret-
ical development. First, the classical theories of
© 2020 The Authors. British Journal of Management published by John Wiley & Sons Ltd on behalf of British
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Data collection methods 
Archival and databases 
Digitally collected 
datasets Surveys: Telephone, Mail, Internet.  Interviews 
Data analysis methods 
Qualitative 
Qualitative & 
Big data analytics Quantitative 
Pre 2000s 2000s 2010s Future trends? 
Source: Author analysis based on Gomes et. (2016) 
SAs have typically been used in isolation to in-
form the conceptualization processes and research
design. This is not only due to the requirement of
conventional peer-review processes for parsimo-
nious development of focused research design, but
also to the lack of effective research instruments
capable of joining different theories together.
Second, some existing theories are attracting less
attention than others. For example, a potentially
useful theory that is under-used is Parkhe’s (1993)
application of game theory to SAs, as only a few
studies have subsequently made use of it. Third,
as shown in Tables 2a and 2b, there are major time
lags between the initial introduction of some clas-
sical theories and the adoption of those theories in
SA research. For example, the first seminal paper
applying the RBV in SAs was in 1996 (Eisenhardt
and Schoonhoven, 1996), nearly 40 years after the
first introduction of the concept (Penrose, 1959).
The further back in the past that fundamental the-
oretical assumptions are developed, themore likely
that changes in the world will reduce their insights
to understanding contemporary SAs. Fourth, the
adoption of SA theories has largely been shaped
by some key seminal works, which have remained
in the mainstream conceptualization of SAs for
a very long time. For example, the first adoption
of TCE in SA scholarship was in the late 1980s to
mid-1990s (Dyer, 1997; Hennart, 1988), with later
researchers largely following its theoretical rea-
soning without much fundamental amendment.
Moreover, past SA research designs were largely
shaped within the boundaries of these theoretical
lenses, with their principles evolving only slowly.
In their review of the SA literature, Gomes, Barnes
and Mahmood (2016) identify how research de-
signs have evolved over time. Their longitudinal
review shows that while more exploratory studies
with a looser structure were developed during the
period prior to the twenty-first century, as the
SA literature evolved over time, studies tended to
follow, more and more, a problem crystallization
design, with hypotheses increasingly based on
existing literature (see Table 3 for a timeline of
research design). This led to an increasing number
of statistical studies, mostly cross-sectional, and
only recently has the number of longitudinal
studies analysing causality started to increase.
© 2020 The Authors. British Journal of Management published by John Wiley & Sons Ltd on behalf of British
Academy of Management.
14 He et al.
Interestingly, although the popularity of research
on pure theory development has decreased pro-
gressively over the last two decades (see also
Tables 2a and 2b), more conceptual and theoreti-
cal development work is also required with the aim
of advancing the existing knowledge of SAs to
suit the new era and enhancing our understanding
of ongoing paradigm shifts (see Rabetino et al.,
2018).
As demonstrated by Sirmon, Hitt and Ireland
(2007), even established and valuable theoretical
underpinnings must be kept under review in dy-
namic environments. Therefore, we argue that new
theories, supplementing existing theories, or new
applications of existing theories, may offer better
explanations of contemporary SAs. In the follow-
ing section, we offer three examples – open inno-
vation, blockchain and Industry 4.0 – to evidence
how new changes are triggered by digital transfor-
mation, which in turn require further evolution in
SA research.
Digital transformation and the new
changes
Over the last three decades, the world’s technolo-
gies – especially in the area of information and
communication technology (ICT) – have been ad-
vancing at an exponential rate. This unprecedented
advance is generally regarded as digital transfor-
mation, in which the capacity of data processing
and storage has expanded dramatically. This has
allowed more and more sophisticated digital ap-
plications to be possible, such as cloud-based ap-
plications, Internet of Things (IoT), 3D printing,
big data analytics, machine learning, blockchain,
digital product service integration (also known as
servitization) and other related emerging Industry
4.0 aspects. The rapid diffusion of digital transfor-
mation is leading to new changes that frequently
involve transformations of key business operations
and processes. These changes also affect products,
organizational structures and management con-
cepts (Matt, Hess and Benlian, 2015), and even ex-
tend beyond firms’borders, for example by impact-
ing sales channels and supply chains (asMatt,Hess
and Benlian, 2015 note). Below we use three exam-
ples driven by digital transformation to illustrate
the different changes that firms are experiencing,
which call for revisiting the theoretical perspectives
of SA research. These examples are open innova-
tion, blockchain and Industry 4.0.
Open innovation
Open innovation is a paradigm which assumes that
firms can and should use external ideas as well as
internal ideas (Chesbrough, 2003). Driven by digi-
tal transformation, this is a new paradigm where
innovation is no longer a linear process but one
where the user is feeding back to the producer
regarding what innovation is needed (Bogers,
Chesbrough and Moedas, 2018). This more ex-
ploratory innovation process does not necessar-
ily take place prior to product launch, but rather
during the service delivery period, a form of co-
evolution, in which providers (manufacturers and
knowledge-intensive business service (KIBS)) and
clients engage in close co-creation, facilitated by
ICT platforms.
As evidenced by the ongoing literature, open
innovation has the following characteristics. First,
a flip-over of the locus for innovation, such as
customer co-creation (Lucas Jr et al., 2013) and
the DIY laboratory (Hecker et al., 2018), is fast
emerging. The future core of open innovation is
the ability to create an ecosystem where alliances
of people, organizations and sectors can foster co-
creation (Bogers, Chesbrough and Moedas, 2018).
Second, open innovation will require the adoption
of a so-called ‘open strategy’ (Chesbrough and
Appleyard, 2007) to promote openness beyond
immediate firm boundaries and the use of partner-
ships to establish wider relationships, even between
competitors. This is in sharp contrast to traditional
business strategy, which has guided firms to con-
struct barriers to competition (Chesbrough and
Appleyard, 2007). Third, the boundaries between
a company and its ecosystem will become less
visible in order to allow innovations to be easily
transferred inward and outward through ICT
technologies (Zimmermann and Pucihar, 2015).
Overall, open innovation in a digitalized world
involves both a bottom-up approach and co-
creation for innovation. Under this paradigm,
co-opetitive relationships will be increasingly
highlighted as the source of innovation. As
Bogers, Chesbrough and Moedas (2018) argue,
open innovations can quickly create markets that
do not fit neatly into existing sectors, as new
entrants with new business models rapidly create
entirely new markets.
© 2020 The Authors. British Journal of Management published by John Wiley & Sons Ltd on behalf of British
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Blockchain
Blockchain is used to establish integration over
the Internet and can be understood as a many-to-
many decentralized integration model, deployed
in the public cloud to conduct secured trans-
actions rapidly and at low cost. Blockchain
maintains a public, open and distributed ledger
of transactions without transaction party iden-
tities. It uses the public key infrastructure (PKI)
to notify counterparties about executable trans-
actions (the concept of the smart contract)
(Korpela, Hallikas and Dahlberg, 2017).
Blockchain thus minimizes unnecessary use
of third-party intermediaries (i.e. transaction
centres). Blockchain is capable of providing secu-
rity and flexibility at lower cost than traditional
transactions. Although blockchain needs further
development, for example to meet the need for
standardization of documents internationally to
ensure fully automated transfer of documents
between organizations (Korpela, Hallikas and
Dahlberg, 2017), it is regarded as a promising
future means of business-to-business transactions.
Under this scheme, many-to-many business trans-
actions will be possible, such that short-term and
even ad hoc interfirm partnerships will be feasible.
Industry 4.0
Industry 4.0 is an emerging technology
framework based on cyber–physical systems,
coordinated by wireless and Internet-based pro-
tocols and standards. Industry 4.0 is enabled by
some foundational technology advances, such as
adaptive robotics, artificial intelligence (AI), big
data analytics, embedded systems, IoT, Industrial
Internet, cloud systems, additive manufacturing,
simulation and virtualization technologies (Xu,
Xu and Li, 2018).
Driven by digital transformation, Industry 4.0
is likely to reshape the manufacturing process,
competition rules and structure of industries
(Dalenogare et al., 2018); it will also funda-
mentally change the mechanisms of interfirm
relationships. Industry 4.0 will feature horizontal
integration via value chains, vertical integration
and networking of manufacturing or service sys-
tems, and end-to-end engineering of the overall
value chain (Ustundag and Cevikcan, 2018).
These new industrial structures require seamless
connections across functions (internal or external)
and different companies (partners or competitors)
in the value chain, with unnecessarymiddle parties
fast disappearing. Thus, the supply chain network
of future firms is likely to be much shorter, and
supply chain partnerships can be extremely short-
term and dynamic. Similarly, the much wider
use of automation and robotics has lessened the
need for physical labour, thus companies will in-
creasingly move their focus towards customer-end
services, in order to gain competitive advantage
through new models of mass customization and
servitization (Gomes et al., 2019; Porter and Hep-
pelmann, 2014). In the field of urbanmanagement,
cities are seeking to become smart in dealing with
challenges such as air pollution, traffic congestion,
cyber security and fresh food supply. This has en-
couraged alliances of firms possessing specialized
technical knowledge with public authorities.
Overall, the above examples of digital transfor-
mation suggest that the existing business models
of companies will be increasingly data-driven, and
new business models will rapidly emerge to rede-
fine how companies create and deliver value. In ad-
dition, digital transformation opens new network-
ing possibilities and enables cooperation between
different actors (Schallmo et al., 2017; Vendrell-
Herrero et al., 2018). These actors may well be
business partners, customers, stakeholders and
even competitors. In this context, the competitive
boundaries between firms will be blurred and dy-
namic, in contrast to previous eras. Hence, modes
of interfirm collaboration will be much changed.
Changing modes of collaboration
for strategic alliance
Newmodes of interfirm collaboration for SAs will
emerge, driven by new business models moving to-
wards digitalization and decentralization of infor-
mation processing (Cong, 2018). We argue that the
way SAs are formed and operated between part-
ners will also be very different, as described below.
First, traditional SAmanagement aims tomain-
tain a partner relationship for maximized benefit
and the lifespan of the alliance may be many
years from formation to maturation. Future firms,
however, will rely increasingly on ambidexterity
to manage SAs as rapid advances in technology
make traditional models of SA obsolete. New
opportunities brought about by fast technology
improvement will mean that firms have to update
© 2020 The Authors. British Journal of Management published by John Wiley & Sons Ltd on behalf of British
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their capabilities in managing alliances in the new
environment (Kohtamäki, Rabetino and Moller,
2018). More flexible, agile and even ad hoc virtual
collaborations with much shorter lifecycles will
emerge, enabled by advanced ICT solutions, such
as virtualization, cloud computing and blockchain
smart contracts (Cong, 2018; Kohtamäki, Ra-
betino and Moller, 2018; Tafti, Mithas and Kr-
ishnan, 2013). In contrast, the emergence of open
innovation and servitization models also requires
firms to be able to manage longer-term concen-
tric alliances between manufacturers, KIBS and
clients, as is characterized in combined product–
service contracts (Gomes et al., 2019; Porter and
Heppelmann, 2014). Therefore, managing the
ambidextrous tension between the need to quickly
adapt a relationship and maintain long-term
collaborative arrangements will require more
co-evolutionary alliance management capabilities.
Existing SA theories, however, are limited in their
ability to address such ambidextrous strategies of
SA management.
Second, changing customer expectations of
firms in terms of sustainability and social respon-
sibility, while providing products and services at
lower cost, greater speed and with better cus-
tomization, mean that firms need to collaborate
more widely to secure better profit margins. For
example, cooperation between competitors will
be needed in certain open innovation contexts
(Bogers, Chesbrough and Moedas, 2018). More-
over, the emergence of hybrid social ventures
(Lee and Jay, 2015) between incumbents and new
entrants has the benefit of providing new entrants
with the necessary scale efficiency through access
to network effects that result in the development of
sustainability-oriented business ecosystems. For
large incumbent firms, coopetition with the new
entrants enables them to learn difficult to imitate
sustainability behaviours and redefine relation-
ships with sustainability-oriented employees and
customers. Developments in new technologies,
from cloud computing to blockchain, are making
such coopetitive and hybrid collaborations possi-
ble. In the future, it is likely that more and more
horizontal collaborations, such as warehouse shar-
ing, fleet sharing and even human resource shar-
ing, will be common practice among competitors.
In this vein, coopetitive relationships will become
increasingly important, with greater interplay
between firms’ strategies of cooperation and com-
petition in the future (Arslan, 2018; Panico, 2017).
Third, future companies will be more likely to
find that alliance partners turn out to be com-
petitors under different platforms or transactions.
This is the case primarily because the borders be-
tween industries are becoming more blurred. As
industries converge, firms are forced to continu-
ously redefine and reposition themselves in the
value creation system. As a result, partners that
previously had a complementary role end up be-
coming direct competitors. Future alliance part-
ners will seek higher levels of information integra-
tion and technology collaboration as they compete
for speedy entry into new markets and the capture
of new opportunities from advanced technology
solutions. Therefore, future SA management will
increasingly focus on identifying suitable partners,
building their capabilities quickly and switching to
those partners as soon as it is beneficial to do so
(Al-Laham, Amburgey and Bates, 2008). Hence,
the traditional governance structure of SAs will
also need to be updated (Jiang et al., 2017).
Fourth, digital transformation will make dy-
namic and ad hoc collaboration possible (Ko-
htamäki, Rabetino and Moller, 2018). On the one
hand, an emerging technology such as blockchain
is seen to support the development of trust-based
relations between the participants in SAs be-
cause of its accurate and indisputable record of
transactions, contributions and benefits. On the
other hand, firms will also need to initiate culture
switches in terms of trust building, privacy and
data sharing when the alliance partners become far
more dynamic and numerous than before (Cong,
2018). The sharing of information, knowledge and
other tangible or intangible resources with sup-
ply chain partners, alliance partners and even with
competitors will be the source of future compet-
itive advantage. Thus, the need for cyber security
and protection of key resources (in this case, data,
information and intellectual property (IP)) will be
ever more important (Jiang et al., 2016). But such
requirements will be reflected increasingly in new
dynamic collaboration mechanisms and also the
governance of SAs, especially when IP protection
is not consistently implemented across the world.
Fifth, given unprecedented advances in tech-
nology, it is unlikely that any one company can
master all new technologies and capabilities at the
same time; indeed, it may not be economically vi-
able for any single company to do so. This may
further the level of industrial specialty and divi-
sion of labour. Future firms will gain competitive
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advantage from their business ecosystem consist-
ing of various actors and stakeholders. As such,
SAs will serve as important interlinkages of this
ecosystem, albeit in a different format than be-
fore. For example, more cross-sector alliances will
emerge. Thus, there are an increasing number of al-
liances between auto manufacturers and AI firms,
between oil exploration companies and high-tech
companies, between medical device specialists and
the medical profession, and between private firms
and public agencies/non-governmental organiza-
tions (NGOs). Rather than considering alliances
in a unitary sense, future SA managers’ attentions
will be on SA as part of business ecosystems in
terms of their scope, boundaries and evolution.
Just as Christopher (1998) once advocated that
the supply chains will be the unit of competition,
which was largely the case in the past two decades
or so, it is most likely that future competition will
be between ecosystems of companies.
Implications for future strategic alliance
research
The implications of these emerging trends (dis-
cussed above) are highly significant for SA re-
searchers.Newmodes of collaboration andmodels
of SAs are emerging quickly. Motivations, incen-
tives and mechanisms of SA collaboration will be
very different from those of previous decades. We
highlight the need for theoretical development to
catch up with fast-emerging digital transformation
and argue that for SA research to continue to ad-
vance, researchers need to both reflect on existing
perspectives and pay greater attention to the differ-
ent changes driven by a fast-evolving technology
context. Traditional theoretical perspectives of SA
will still be of value going forward, but new the-
oretical perspectives and new conventions for ap-
plying and combining existing perspectives (very
likely to bemultidisciplinary) will need to be devel-
oped to better explain the emerging phenomenon.
We discuss the implication of these changes for fu-
ture SA research under four headings: boundaries
of SAs, how to manage SAs, the management of
SA performance and research methods.
Boundaries of strategic alliances
Existing theories, such as TCE, provide explana-
tions relating to the location of the boundaries
of firms and the formation of SAs. However, fu-
ture SAs are likely to be more dynamic and ex-
hibit non-linear trends due to radical technological
changes (Kohtamäki, Rabetino and Moller, 2018;
Todeva and Knoke, 2005), with the competitive
edge of firms, as well as boundaries of SAs, be-
ing more ad hoc and blurred than ever before (e.g.
linked to wider adoption of open innovation and
coopetitive relationships). TCE, for example, does
not take account of the strategic value of alliances,
such as in fostering innovation, which has become
a key competitive factor. Alternative explanations
are needed to explain and explore emerging dy-
namic and flexible SA relationships, coopetitive re-
lationships, SAs within interfirm networks and SA
ecosystems. These alternative perspective explana-
tions need to consider new driving forces behind
dynamic relationships, and the cost–benefit bal-
ance between switching to new alliances and al-
liance clusters driven by new opportunities and
themaintenance of relationships (Kohtamäki, Ra-
betino and Moller, 2018). In this vein, game the-
ory (Parkhe, 1993) and the DCV (Teece, Pisano
and Shuen, 1997), or the combination of the two,
may bring important explanations to future under-
standing of the dynamic process of alliances and
the relational equilibrium. Similarly, the expansion
of network-based cooperation is rendering agency
relationships more complex and presents a greater
challenge to alliance governance. This calls for an
extended review of agency theory. Moreover, the
relevance and contribution of institutional theory
has also grown as (i) politics is superseding eco-
nomics as a driving force in the new global order
and (ii) an increasing number of alliances are lo-
cated in, or involve firms from, emerging and for-
mer transition economies.
The increasingly important role of the business
ecosystem and the role of SAs in this ecosystem
need to be supported by more explicit theoreti-
cal perspectives. Traditionally, the RBV (Barney,
1991) has offered important explanations for the
source of competitive advantage of firms and the
key driving force behind SA formation, that is re-
source accession. The relevance of the RBV has
become partly superseded by the DCV in an age of
technological and market disruption. Lavie (2006)
suggests that while proponents of the RBV may
have been correct when arguing that valuable re-
sources are non-tradable and imperfectly mobile,
they have failed to acknowledge the direct shar-
ing of resources and the indirect transferability
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of benefits associated with these resources. The
compositional strategy pursued by some emerg-
ing economy firms in the earlier stages of their
growth questions the assumption of resource non-
transferability via alliances implicit in the RBV
(see Luo and Child, 2015). Nowadays, the trans-
fer of information and knowledge is becoming
highly dynamic and open, enabled by new business
models and seamless technology solutions (Ertz,
Durif and Arcand, 2018; Hamari, Sjöklint and
Ukkonen, 2016), and consequently imperfect mo-
bility as the key assumption of RBVwill be further
challenged.
Given that future SAs are likely to place more
emphasis on the importance of technology shar-
ing and access to knowledge resources, the KBV
(Grant, 1996) will play an even bigger role in ex-
plaining the boundaries of firms and the incen-
tives for SA formation. Nevertheless, since the
flow of knowledge and technology will be much
faster and open, as enabled by digital transforma-
tion (e.g. driven by open innovation and Industry
4.0) and more dynamic alliance models, the nature
of knowledge possession which traditionally gives
firms a competitive advantage is likely to change.
Researchers need to be aware that such knowledge
will no longer be limited to the static explicit or
tacit knowledge possessed by firms, but will also be
in the formof dynamic capabilities to combine het-
erogeneous sources of knowledge and to mobilize
such knowledge to commercial ends. In this sense,
the DCV will be an important supplement to the
KBV in explaining such capabilities.Moreover, the
KBV also needs to be complemented by a political
perspective taking account of how alliances can be
used as a mechanism for the misappropriation of
proprietary knowledge (Kale, Singh and Perlmut-
ter, 2000). The KBV can also help to account for
the increasing number of cross-sector alliances as
the application of new technologies crosses tradi-
tional industry boundaries.
How to manage strategic alliances
Currently, substantive theories in SA are largely
limited to supporting the management of bilateral
linear interfirm relationships. Digital transforma-
tion will reshape the way companies collaborate
with partners, either vertically, horizontally or
concentrically, as well as how alliances operate
and are managed (Kohtamäki, Rabetino and
Moller, 2018). Nevertheless, how to manage such
extended, open, multilateral and non-linear re-
lationships is rarely covered by existing theory.
The emerging Industry 4.0 and application of
blockchain are not just new technological configu-
rations; they also require changes in behaviour and
routines. How tomaintain the right level of trusted
transparency among many SAs in an ecosystem,
to ensure a win–win situation, will be a key chal-
lenge facing SA managers. Alternative theoretical
explanations are needed to guide the management
of emerging SA models in future ecosystems.
However, despite some recent attempts to under-
stand this phenomenon (Bustinza et al., 2019;
Vendrell-Herrero et al., 2018), explanations are
still largely missing from the existing literature.
As mentioned earlier, the DCV (Teece, Pisano
and Shuen, 1997) will have important implica-
tions for the interaction between firms and the dy-
namic business environment. It has the potential
to help firms understand how to survive and gain
transient competitive advantage in a fast-changing
business environment. However, the application of
the DCV needs to be extended further to enhance
our understanding of how a firm can configure or
reconfigure its portfolio of alliance partners in an
agile and flexible manner, in an environment where
the lifecycle of SAs will be much shorter.
Traditionally, the RDT (Casciaro and Pisko-
rski, 2005) explains the balancing and leveraging
of resources between alliance partners, in order to
achieve an appropriate governance structure for an
SA. However, with the emergence of more flexible
and potentially ad hoc and virtual alliances (e.g.
driven by open innovation and blockchain), an ex-
tension of the RDT and even new perspectives
are needed to reflect the fact that future alliances
are less bounded and will be more dynamic and
contract-less. Resource dependence will be evened
out by the vast availability of alternative resources
enabled by more capable ICT and open systems.
Any new development of theRDTor new perspec-
tives needs to explain the alternative governance
structure of future SAs. For example, the scope
of the RDT needs to be extended to take account
of the political and social legitimacy that alliances
(especially international ones) require as a key re-
source for their survival and evolution, and which
renders them to varying degrees dependent on in-
stitutional approval.
In the same vein, contingency theory (Pennings,
1975; Scott, 1981) may offer a micro view of SA
decision-making and the optimum SA structure
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in this dynamic environment. Contingency theory
(e.g. Hoffmann, 2007; Joshi, 1995) is based on
the assumption that there is no single ‘best way’
to organize or lead a firm, or to make a strate-
gic decision such as whether to enter into an al-
liance. Instead, contingency theory claims that the
‘optimal’ course of action is contingent (depen-
dent) upon the internal and external situation.
Hence, the choice of alliance structure and the op-
timum portfolios of alliances for a focal firm will
be a balance of different internal and external fac-
tors. Such a balance will reflect the trade-off be-
tween resource sharing enabled by more flexible
and dynamic partnerships and the risk of obso-
lescence due to potentially ad hoc and virtual re-
lationships, as well as the trade-off between the
sharing of technological resources and the preser-
vation of their special proprietary value. Contin-
gency theory, by identifying relevant contextual
conditions, will always retain its relevance, albeit
that key contingencies change over time (e.g.multi-
firm dynamic alliances result in a great increase
in the complexity of contingencies due to multiple
contexts). However, more research on alliance co-
evolution may also be needed to better reflect the
changing nature of SAs and to link to the expla-
nations offered by contingency theory (Mollona,
Neumann and Zollo, 2018).
The emergence of ad hoc, virtual and much
extended SAs enabled by ICT solutions will also
mean that the traditional use of SCT (Koka and
Prescott, 2002) must be reviewed and extended to
better explain such new relationship formats. On
the one hand, the establishment or maintenance
of future SAs may principally take place online
(Kohtamäki, Rabetino and Moller, 2018). There-
fore, computer and automated processes will
become as important as, and in some instances
more important than, the human agent during
the alliance lifecycle. With the wider application
of AI technologies, it is likely that more interfirm
relationship ties will be managed with reduced
levels of human interaction. SA research needs to
address questions such as, what will be the social
capitals in such new circumstances? And how can
such social capitals be gained and managed? On
the other hand, SCT needs to take account not
only of interfirm relationships but also those (i)
between alliances and institutions and (ii) between
the agencies (especially governmental) that may
be backing alliance partners. This is particularly
relevant to emerging economies, whose inter-
governmental agreements (e.g. between China and
African countries) can facilitate alliances between
enterprises from their respective countries.
Moreover, the importance of relationship man-
agement for future SA management is not just
in managing the operations of the relationship
per se, but also in ensuring a ‘cultural fit’ for the
success of SAs (Child et al., 2019). The challenge
of achieving cultural fit will be present in both
external and internal settings. Externally, the
growing number of alliances between qualitatively
different partners, as found in international al-
liances, cross-sector alliances and public–private
sector alliances, requires a better understanding
of interfirm culture building. More discussion
of cultural alignment, mutual understanding of
culture and shared meaning from perspectives of
organizational culture (e.g. Bronder and Pritzl,
1992; Brown, 1995; Lorange and Roos, 1992;Mar-
tin, 2002) could benefit future SA research. Such
perspectives also need to better reflect on increas-
ingly blurred alliance boundaries and shorter-term
relationships. Internally, firms need to manage cul-
tures to suit the much more dynamic interactions
that take place between firms and their environ-
ment driven by digital transformation (Vial, 2019).
Again, organizational culture studies should pro-
vide guidance, especially for the managers of SAs
whose aims need to be adjusted to adapt to such
changing interactions between firms and their
environment.
There is also increasing pressure for corpo-
rations to demonstrate social responsibility and
a commitment to a broad range of stakeholder
interests at a time when public trust in corporate
leadership is at a historic low (Edelman, 2020),
and when there are mounting concerns about
who controls the use of new technologies such
as AI. This pressure speaks for a realignment of
theorizing on alliance formation, away from an
exclusive focus on economic motives and towards
an appreciation of the benefits that collaboration
with public and social organizations can bring
for corporate legitimacy. For example, one avenue
for enhancing legitimacy is to contribute digi-
tal expertise and resources to socially beneficial
projects in cooperation with public authorities and
NGOs.
Multi-stakeholder involvement in the business
ecosystem suggests the need for future SAs to
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adopt a renewed strategy of stakeholder man-
agement. For example, under the scheme of open
innovation, various stakeholders may be the
source of new ideas and innovations. In this sense,
classical stakeholder theory (Freeman, 1984)
needs to reflect the changing role of stakeholders
in open innovation and firms’ ecosystems. Stake-
holder theory attempts to address the principle
of who or what really counts for an organization.
In contrast to the shareholder perspective, stake-
holder theory argues that there are other parties
that matter to the business, including employees,
customers, suppliers, financiers, communities,
governmental bodies, political groups, trade asso-
ciations and trade unions (Freeman, 1984). When
a firm is working with other key players such as
an alliance partner and external stakeholders, the
importance of this theory for SA researchers is
clear. However, future extensions of stakeholder
theory need to consider the more diverse role
of various stakeholders and the changing locus
of competitive advantage from the firm and its
supply chain to its ecosystem, which involves a
much wider and shifting spectrum of actors and
stakeholders.
Managing the performance of strategic alliances
Different models of SAs are being driven by digital
transformation.While in more traditional physical
product settings SAs have tended to involve more
fixed capital investments and were aimed at the
achievement of synergies and economies of scale,
SA success in high-technology settings depends
more on understanding and managing customer
needs and behaviours, through continuous engage-
ment and service feedback analytics. As such, fu-
ture SA performance will need to be monitored by
a more comprehensive and different set of factors
than has traditionally been adopted.
First, SA performance has traditionally been
measured by the stability of the alliance and im-
mediate business performance based on relatively
linear functions; this may be replaced by a more
dynamic, non-linear matrix of measurements
(Mollona, Neumann and Zollo, 2018). This is be-
cause companies will experience more dynamic re-
lationships with alliance partners, they will face a
range of more demanding expectations and they
will operate in a faster-changing environment. The
goals of a SA manager in the future will be the
speedy identification of suitable partners given
various expectations and constraints, and theman-
agement of more flexible and easily dismissible SA
(e.g. driven by open innovation and blockchain
technology). In this sense, the future performance
of SAs will be measured more by agility and adap-
tation to the changing environment and expecta-
tions (Kohtamäki, Rabetino and Moller, 2018).
For example, companies will differentiate their SA
performance by their capabilities in dynamically
identifying suitable partners and maximize gains
frommuch shorter SAs. In this vein, the DCV con-
tinues to draw attention to the challenges of man-
aging and renegotiating alliances in an era of dis-
ruption and turbulence. However, it would benefit
from acknowledging how alliances can contribute
to a compositional strategy (Luo and Child, 2015)
which involves achieving competitive outcomes
from the skilful and dynamic combination of re-
sources that are not rare or unique. Likewise, con-
tingency theory can also help SA researchers to
identify differentiated SA performance by consid-
ering a wider array of heterogeneous external and
internal factors.
Second, various stakeholders and actors will be
an important part of firms’ business ecosystems.
Future businesses will increasingly build those
stakeholders and actors into their new business
models and their collaborative strategies. Rather
than evaluating SA performance on the basis of
a narrow set of economic or financial indicators,
the performance of future SAs will be measured
against a much wider set of performance indices,
which reflects a diverse range of stakeholder and
societal expectations. Hence, firms will need to in-
tegrate the broader agendas of those stakeholders
into their SAmeasurementmodels, for example re-
flecting concerns that are environmental and so-
cial in nature (Canzaniello, Hartmann and Fifka,
2017; Kumar, Jain andKumar, 2014; Lechler, Can-
zaniello and Hartmann, 2018). Again, stakeholder
theory has the potential to play an important part
in exploring the new landscape of SAs. Similarly,
the natural-resource-based view (NRBV) is grow-
ing in relevance, as existential challenges to the nat-
ural environment have become widely recognized.
Overall, as firms’ portfolios of SAs become in-
creasingly dynamic, the performance goals of fu-
ture SAs will also need to be dynamic rather than
static. The performance measurement of SA re-
quires reconfiguration, as firms reconfigure their
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SA portfolios in a more speedy manner. This
means that a variety of performance goals and tar-
gets should be under consideration, as new SAs are
formed for different reasons. The management of
SAs has been challenging in the past, but it may
become more feasible in the future, enabled by in-
creasingly sophisticated technological solutions.
Methods for researching strategic alliances
In line with the new theoretical development, fu-
ture scholarly work on SAs will need to consider
new factors that pose challenges to some tradi-
tional methodological approaches, while simulta-
neously presenting exciting opportunities for the
study of SAs (see also Table 3 for future trends in
research methodology).
First, new research on SAs in this era of dig-
ital transformation will involve searching for an-
swers to new research questions (e.g. Kohtamäki,
Rabetino and Moller, 2018). Therefore, as already
happened in the early stages of development of
the SA literature (see also Gomes, Barnes and
Mahmood, 2016), the development of new ex-
ploratory and conceptual work as a way of en-
hancing our understanding of ongoing paradigm
shifts will permit the construction of new concepts
and models. It is in this context that scholars will
need to engage more closely with practitioners in
a dialectic process encompassing formulation, re-
search design, theory development and practical
problem-solving.
Second, the digital transformation of busi-
nesses is underpinned by, and simultaneously
results in, unprecedented levels of data storage.
Although more traditional methods of data col-
lection (such as surveys, interviews and archival
work) will continue to be used, researchers will
need to resort to non-traditional data stored by
firms in their day-to-day routine activities. As
markets, products and processes become more
and more digitalized, vast amounts of real-time
data are stored on a continuous basis. Hence, the
main difficulty faced by researchers will be devel-
oping collaborative industry–academia linkages
to be able to access huge amounts of sensitive
data. More embedded research designs should
be possible, as firms may become more willing to
host – or at least interact with – researchers who
are prepared to contribute not only to the devel-
opment of theory, but also to the generation of
practical solutions to ongoing and future issues. In
this respect, the practical implications of research
work may become as important as the theoretical
implications. Action research is therefore likely
to play an important role. Nevertheless, given the
sensitivity of using real-time data, researchers
will need to be able to nurture close long-term
relationships with firms, and address novel ethi-
cal considerations. This is because using current
real-time data about unfolding events can jeop-
ardize companies’ endeavours if confidentiality
and anonymity are compromised by pressures to
publish at an ever faster rate.
Third, instead of relying heavily on cross-
sectional analyses, with the availability of rich
longitudinal data, future research will be able to
investigate more causalities and identify config-
urational combinatory explanations of complex
ongoing events. For this purpose, more sophis-
ticated quantitative data mining, and in some
cases big data analytics, will be required. However,
qualitative longitudinal processes, as well as obser-
vational approaches, will still be required to study
numerous non-linear systemic factors that occur
over time, at various levels and involving multiple
stakeholders. A co-evolutionary perspective on SA
development, in conjunction with the changing
environment, will become more appropriate.
Framework of future strategic alliance
research
The above discussion suggests that SAs in the new
era driven by digital transformation are experi-
encing substantially different changes to preceding
decades, and these deserve more dedicated expla-
nations and guidance for development. Although
we are unable to provide definite suggestions for
alternative theories in this short paper, we have at-
tempted to hint at the possible future development
of SA research. Table 4 compares the previous
and future focus of SA research, potential research
questions and possible application of theoretical
perspectives which could offer new and effective
explanations for the emerging phenomenon. The
table also lists some studies that have relevance to
the applications of such theories, albeit sparse. The
intention of this table is not to close off the bound-
aries of future studies, but to stimulate more excit-
ing future research in SA.
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Conclusion
Previous research into SAs has tended to follow
a common array of management theories when
investigating the SA phenomenon. Given a more
dynamic business environment triggered by digi-
tal transformation, a more heterogeneous view of
SAs is needed. We argue that it is time for the re-
search community to review the existing assump-
tions behind theories underpinning SA research.
As Child et al. (2019) argue, some of the most ex-
citing and challenging advances in understanding
SAs (including their dynamics) potentially can also
arise from combining the insights of existing the-
ories. The introduction of new theories, as well as
the supplementary or alternative uses of existing
theories, is needed to better reflect emerging SA
business models.
Future research is needed to explore emerging
SA management issues. For example, we have dis-
cussed the changes brought by digital transforma-
tion, highlighted the changing mode of SAs via a
discussion of rapid change and discussed the di-
rect implications for SA research of these changes.
In particular, we have emphasized the dynamics
across interfirm boundaries in today’s SAs, the
need for effective governance structures of differ-
ent alliance types in the new era, the challenges
of performance management given the new am-
bidextrous SA lifecycle and co-evolution, and fu-
ture methodology requirements in the era of digi-
tal transformation.
Our propositions on the need for theory im-
provement in future research into SAs are based
on emerging substantive questions, such as will the
factors that made SAs successful in the past, still
apply today and in the future? And will SA theory
development be ready for this era of digital trans-
formation?Our summary framework (Table 4) sur-
faces the need to consider the adoption of new or
enhanced theories to explore important research
questions, presented as four broad aspects. First,
we consider the new environment in which SAswill
be taking place, and ask how SA managers should
respond to pressures from environmental dynam-
ics and demanding stakeholders. Second, we ask
what will motivate firms to engage in SAs in the era
of digital transformation and what benefits such
alliances will bring; this raises important questions
about new business models and the maximization
of returns for firms. Third, we question the nature
of partnerships in the new era, and point to the
need for firms to build their capabilities in man-
aging ambidextrous relationships. Finally, we con-
sider a potential shift in the focus of alliance man-
agement, with a concern for shorter lifecycles and
the maximization of returns from more dynamic
partnerships on the one hand, and longer-term re-
lationships required by emerging servitization and
open innovation models on the other hand.
Through our previous discussion we seek to
stimulate multidisciplinary theoretical reflections
to better understand emerging paradoxes and
challenges facing contemporary firms during the
formation, development, optimization and reso-
lution of multiphase (pre- and post-agreement)
processes of SAs. We hope to encourage renewed
multidisciplinary research surrounding SAs in
the future through connecting, for instance, in-
ternational business, political studies, cultural
studies, financial markets, international trade and
human resource management, and believe this will
improve the underpinnings for research into an
ongoing real-world phenomenon of SAs during
an era of digital transformation.
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